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President Trump’s Record on the Economy 

President Trump inherited a strong economy from his predecessor. When he took office, the 

economy had recovered from the Great Recession, the unemployment rate had been cut in half to 

less than 5% and there had been a record 76 consecutive months of job growth.1 These economic 

trends likely would have continued regardless of who became president in 2017. President 

Trump claims he inherited an economy that was in a “rather dismal state,” but within just weeks 

of taking office, he claimed that he had performed an “economic miracle.”2 

Even before the coronavirus pandemic, President Trump had a lackluster record on the 

economy.3 He claimed that his 2017 tax cuts would spur business investment, create new jobs, 

lead to annual GDP growth of up to 6% and “pay for themselves.”4 However, a small bump in 

business investment quickly faded, the pace of job growth failed to accelerate, GDP growth 

dropped to 2.2% in 2019 and $1.9 trillion was added to the federal debt.5 

The president’s second signature economic policy, his trade war with China, caused extensive 

American casualties. He claimed that it would create American jobs, but research showed that 

even by September 2019 it had cost 300,000 U.S. jobs.6 He claimed that China would bear the 

cost of the tariffs, but the New York Federal Reserve demonstrated that U.S. businesses and 

consumers pay almost the entire cost.7 He claimed that it would help American farmers, but 

bankruptcy filings for small- and medium-sized farms rose by 20% in 2019 alone.8 

The economic turbulence caused by the president’s trade war forced the Federal Reserve to take 

extraordinary action in 2019, cutting interest rates three times in order to stimulate the economy.9 

Partly as a result, the economy continued on the trend that had been established under the Obama 

administration, with unemployment dropping to 3.5% by February 2020.10  

The most damaging economic impact of will be the result of his catastrophic failure to contain 

the coronavirus. Prominent former officials from Democratic and Republican administrations, 

including two former Chairs of the Federal Reserve, four former Secretaries of the Treasury and 

five former Chairs of the Council of Economic Advisers, released a letter stating that the number 

one priority for the economy was to stop the spread of the virus.11 Instead, President Trump 

unleashed it—telling Americans it isn’t dangerous, delaying action, denying responsibility, 

failing to produce an adequate supply of tests or protective equipment and discouraging social 

distancing measures that public health experts said were critical.12 As a result, coronavirus cases, 

hospitalizations and deaths grew exponentially. Researchers later found that there might have 

been 130,000 to 210,000 fewer American deaths if the federal response to the coronavirus had 

been faster and more effective.13 

As a result of the president’s failure to contain the coronavirus, states were forced to implement 

strict public health measures that effectively shut down sectors of their economies, causing the 

sharpest and one of the deepest economic declines in U.S. history. In just two months, the U.S. 

economy lost 22 million jobs and by April the official unemployment rate had skyrocketed to 

14.7%, not counting up to 5% who accidentally had been misclassified due to difficulties 



President Trump’s Record on the Economy 

Page 2 

conducting surveys during the pandemic.14 The economy also experienced by far the worst 

contraction on record, with GDP falling 9.0% in the second quarter (31.4% on an annualized 

basis).15 

A survey of 80 of the nation’s leading economists found that 8 of 10 agreed that reopening the 

economy too soon “will lead to greater total economic damage.”16 Yet the president ignored their 

advice and pressured governors to relax the public health measures essential to containing the 

virus. “Liberate Michigan,” he tweeted.17 “Will some people be affected badly,” he asked 

rhetorically—“yes, but we have to get our country open and we have to get it open soon.”18 

The president partially achieved his short-run objective, when the last employment report before 

Election Day found the unemployment rate had dropped to 7.9%, not including the 5 million 

Americans who had given up looking for work since February; if they had been included, the 

rate would have been about three percentage points higher.19 The president’s gamble also 

appeared to pay off when third quarter GDP growth hit a record high—but only because it 

partially rebounded from a record low.20 Even so, the economy is 3.5% smaller than it was at the 

end of last year.21 

The president’s failure to contain the coronavirus, his expensive but ineffective tax cuts and his 

counterproductive trade war have left the economy far weaker now than it was when he was 

inaugurated in January 2017. There are four million fewer U.S. jobs.22 Unemployment is three 

percentage points higher than when President Obama left office.23 Real GDP growth has 

plummeted and likely will average under 1% during the Trump presidency—far below the 2.4% 

average of President Obama’s second term.24 

Moreover, economic inequality likely will increase substantially as a result of the Trump 

presidency. The president’s tax cuts drove a deep wedge between the very wealthy and everyone 

else, with the top 1% of households receiving an average of $50,000 in tax cuts annually—64 

times what was received by middle-income households.25 The increase in stock prices during his 

presidency, driven in part by efforts the Federal Reserve and Congress to save the U.S. economy 

from the president’s trade war and his failure to contain the coronavirus, overwhelmingly 

benefits those at the top.26 And while Black and Hispanic Americans benefited from the 

tailwinds of the Obama expansion during the first three years of the Trump administration, they 

have been disproportionately harmed by the coronavirus recession and are falling further behind.  

The president’s failure to acknowledge the threat of the coronavirus and his refusal to use the 

power of the presidency to fight it will weigh down the U.S. economy for years to come. Federal 

Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell and others repeatedly have said that the economy won’t fully 

recover until the coronavirus is contained and Americans believe that it is safe to resume normal 

economic activity.27 However, coronavirus cases, hospitalizations and deaths are spinning out of 

control.28 In order to stimulate the weak economy, the Federal Reserve signaled that it will keep 

interest rates at near zero for three more years.29 This is a final indictment of President Trump’s 

economic record. 
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BEFORE THE CORONAVIRUS 

President Trump inherited a strong economy from President Obama  

 President Obama helped lift the economy out of the Great Recession and set it back on a 

path toward steady growth.30 Real GDP growth improved to an average of 2.4% during 

President Obama’s second term.31  

 The economy added over 15 million jobs during the final 76 consecutive months of the 

Obama presidency, the longest streak of positive monthly job growth under any U.S. 

president.32  

 Unemployment was cut more than in half under President Obama, and it was only 4.7% 

when President Trump took office.33  

The president’s tax cuts did little to help the economy, but increased inequality and the debt 

 President Trump promised that his signature economic policy, the 2017 tax cuts, would 

lead to annual GDP growth of 6%.34 However, growth reached only 3.0% in 2018 and 

dropped to 2.2% in 2019.35 

 President Trump claimed that the tax cuts would supercharge the economy by spurring 

business investment.36 However, the increase was negligible, with the average growth in 

the two years after the tax cuts (4.0%) only 0.6 percentage points higher than in the two 

years before the tax cuts (3.4%).37  

 President Trump and congressional Republicans claimed the tax cuts would “pay for 

themselves” by creating such an economic boom that the increase in federal tax revenue 

would more than offset the cost of the tax cuts.38 However, the Congressional Budget 

Office (CBO) estimates that the tax cuts added $1.9 trillion to the national debt.39 

 President Trump sold the tax cuts on the claim that they would be a boon to middle-class 

Americans.40 However, analysis reveals that they heavily favored the very wealthy, with 

the top 1% of households—those with average incomes of almost $2 million—projected 

to receive an average tax break of nearly $50,000 in 2020. The middle 20% will receive 

an average tax cut of $780, and the poorest 20% will receive an average tax cut of just 

$60. However, the tax cuts for individuals will expire at the end of 2025.41  

President Trump’s trade war with China was an economic disaster 

 The president claimed that his trade war with China would create American jobs.42 

However, a study by Moody’s Analytics found that by September 2019 it had cost the 

U.S. economy nearly 300,000 jobs.43 

 The president claimed that China would bear the entire cost of the tariffs.44 However, 

economists at the New York Federal Reserve demonstrated that U.S. businesses and 

consumers bear almost the entire cost of tariffs.45 A separate analysis found that the 

tariffs cost the average family $460 over a year.46 

 The president claimed that the trade war would help American farmers.47 However, 

bankruptcy filings for small- and medium-sized farms rose by 20% in 2019.48 As a result, 
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in 2020 the administration has been forced to give out a record $46 billion in subsidies to 

farmers in part to compensate for the damage caused by the trade war.49 

 The president claimed that the trade war would decrease the trade deficit.50 Yet by 

August 2020, the trade deficit for goods and services had reached its highest level since 

2006.51 

Even before the coronavirus, the president’s economic record was unspectacular 

 Average job growth during President Trump’s first three years (183,000 per month) 

lagged behind job growth during President Obama’s last three years (220,000 per 

month).52 

 The unemployment rate, which had fallen from 10.0% to 4.7% during the Obama 

administration, continued to fall to 3.5% in February 2020.53 

 Average real GDP growth during President Trump’s first three years was 2.5%—only 0.1 

percentage points above the 2.4% average of President Obama’s second term.54  

THE CORONAVIRUS RECESSION 

The president ignored warnings that the key to saving the economy is to contain the 

coronavirus 

 Some of the most prominent former officials from both Democratic and Republican 

administrations, including two former Chairs of the Federal Reserve, four former 

Secretaries of the Treasury and five former Chairs of the Council of Economic Advisers, 

released a public letter stating that “saving lives and saving the economy are not in 

conflict right now; we will hasten the return to robust economic activity by taking steps 

to stem the spread of the virus and save lives.”55 

 The United States accounts for just 4% of the world’s population but 20% of coronavirus 

cases and 19% of coronavirus deaths.56 The United States has more confirmed cases and 

deaths than any other country in the world, and it has the highest number of deaths per 

capita of all advanced economies except Spain.57 

 Between 130,000 and 210,000 American deaths could have been avoided if attempts to 

contain the coronavirus had begun earlier and if there had been more federal leadership 

and coordination, according to researchers at Columbia University.58  

The president’s failure to contain the coronavirus caused the sharpest and one of the deepest 

economic declines in U.S. history 

 In just two months, March and April 2020, the U.S. economy lost 22 million jobs.59  

 In April, the official unemployment rate skyrocketed to 14.7%. However, the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (BLS) noted that actual rate might have been close to 20% because many 

workers had been misclassified due to difficulties gathering accurate survey responses 

during the pandemic.60 

 In the second quarter of 2020, real GDP dropped 9.0% (31.4% on an annualized basis), 

over three times worse than the previous post-World War II record.61 
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Congress and the Federal Reserve injected trillions into the economy to prevent a second 

Great Depression 

 The Federal Reserve extended an unprecedented $2.3 trillion in lending to households, 

businesses, state and local governments and financial markets to limit the economic 

damage from the pandemic.62 

 Congress authorized a massive $3 trillion in federal aid as part of four separate stimulus 

bills to provide expanded unemployment benefits, small business assistance, stimulus 

checks and other relief to millions of Americans.63 

 Federal aid kept 18 million Americans from falling into poverty at its peak in May.64 

REOPENING THE ECONOMY 

Against the advice of public health experts and major economists, the president pressured 

governors into reopening their economies 

 In March, a survey of 80 of the nation’s leading economists found that 8 of 10 agreed that 

reopening too soon “will lead to greater total economic damage.”65 

 In mid-April President Trump released his plan to reopen the economy.66 Two weeks 

later he said “Will some people be affected badly—yes, but we have to get our country 

open and we have to get it open soon.”67 

Lifting public health measures led to a weak recovery 

 Although job growth has partly rebounded since May, there were still almost 11 million 

fewer jobs in September than there were in February.68  

 The unemployment rate dropped to 7.9% in September. However, this does not account 

for the fact that since February more than 5 million unemployed workers had given up 

looking for a job.69 Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said in September that if those 

who had left the labor force since February were counted as unemployed, the 

unemployment rate probably would be 3 percentage points higher.70 

 President Trump claimed he had achieved an economic turnaround when it was 

announced on October 29 that real GDP in the third quarter of 2020 had increased a 

record 7.4% (33.1% at an annualized rate). However, this was due to the fact that GDP 

had suffered a record decrease in the second quarter, plummeting 9% (31.4% at an 

annualized rate).71 The economy is still 3.5% smaller than it was at the end of 2019—

slightly less than the 4% decline in GDP over the entire Great Recession—and GDP 

growth is expected to slow significantly in the fourth quarter.72  

 At least 730,000 workers have continued to file regular initial unemployment claims 

every week for the past 32 consecutive weeks.73 Over 3.5 times the number in a “normal” 

economy filed for unemployment during the week ending Oct. 24.74  
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 Since February, nearly 650,000 manufacturing jobs have been lost—5% of the pre-

pandemic manufacturing workforce.75 

 It is estimated that 4 million businesses will close permanently this year.76 More than 

20% of small businesses nationwide remain closed as a result of the coronavirus.77  

 Eight million Americans have slipped into poverty since May, according to researchers at 

Columbia University.78 

 President Trump's failure to address the profound disparity in how Americans are being 

impacted by the coronavirus—with-low-income people and people of color experiencing 

the brunt of its economic and health effects—is likely to result in a "K-shaped recovery" 

that disproportionately benefits the wealthy and those able to work from home, further 

amplifying the wealth gap and income inequality.  

NET CHANGES – JANUARY 2017 TO PRESENT 

The economy is much weaker than when President Trump took office 

 The U.S. economy has lost 4 million jobs since President Trump took office.79 He is the 

first president in modern history to have a negative jobs record.80 

 The unemployment rate in September was 7.9%, more than three percentage points 

higher than it was in the month the president was inaugurated (4.7%).81 The current 

unemployment rate would be even higher if Americans who have left the labor force 

since February were counted as unemployed. Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said 

in September that the unemployment rate probably would be 3 percentage points higher 

when including these individuals.82   

 Annual GDP growth is set to average under 1% during the Trump presidency.83 It 

averaged 2.4% during President Obama’s second term.84 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/08/19/finance-202-economists-talking-up-k-shaped-recovery-stocks-surge-inequality-widens/
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 The amount of debt owed by the United States will nearly equal the size of the entire 

American economy (98% of GDP) by the end of 2020, and it will then exceed the size of 

the economy in 2021, according to CBO.85 That is up from 75% in 2016 and is the 

highest since World War II.86 

 

 

The stock market has climbed higher, but it was driven by Trump’s failures, not his successes 

 The S&P 500 soared approximately 58% between President Trump’s inauguration and 

the recent peak on September 2.87 However, only 53% of American families own stocks 

or are indirectly invested in the market through a pension fund or other mechanism. In 

2019, less than one-third of families in the bottom half of the income distribution held 

any stock, while more than 90% of families in the top decile held stock.88  

 Part of the increase in stock prices is due to the president’s 2017 tax cuts, which slashed 

corporate tax revenue by $233 billion just for fiscal years 2018 and 2019, increasing 

corporate profits and valuations. However, this came at a very high cost—increasing 

inequality and adding almost $2 trillion in federal debt.89 

 Rising stock prices partly were an indirect result of economic turbulence caused by the 

president’s trade wars.90 In order to stimulate the economy, the Federal Reserve was 

forced to lower interest rates three times, beginning in August 2019.91 The S&P 500 rose 

almost 15% by mid-February 2020.92 

 The increase in stock prices also was an indirect result of the administration’s failure to 

contain the coronavirus. As the virus spread and unemployment skyrocketed, the Federal 

Reserve slashed interest rates to nearly zero percent and injected $2.3 trillion into the 

economy while Congress passed $3 trillion in spending.93 As a result of this massive 

infusion of liquidity into the economy, the S&P 500 rocketed 60% from the March low to 

its recent peak in September.94  
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Trump policies have led to more inequality 

 Inequality by some measures narrowed during the last years of the Obama administration 

and the first three years of the Trump administration due to a strong economy.95 

However, many economists believe that it is widening substantially due to the 

coronavirus recession, which will be evident when such statistics become available in 

2021.    

 The 2017 Trump tax cuts overwhelmingly favored the very wealthy, with the top 1% of 

households receiving approximately 64 times the tax cut of the middle-income 

households ($50,000 versus $780). The individual income provisions of the tax cuts 

expire at the end of 2025.96 

 The median value of stock owned directly or indirectly by the top 10% rose almost 

$60,000 (from $379,000 to $439,000) from 2016 to 2019. The median value of stock 

owned by the bottom half of wage earners fell $1,000 during that period, from $11,000 to 

$10,000.97  

 The 44% rise in the S&P 500 during the Trump presidency masks the racial gap in stock 

ownership.98 The Federal Reserve reports that White Americans collectively own $23.86 

trillion in equities and mutual fund shares, 77 times more than the $0.31 trillion owned by 

Black Americans and184 times more than the $0.13 trillion owned by Hispanic 

Americans.99 

 Between January 2017 and September 2020, the unemployment rate for White Americans 

rose 2.7 percentage points, from 4.3% to 7%. During the same period, the unemployment 

rate for Black Americans rose 4.4 percentage points, from 7.7% to 12.1%, and the 

unemployment rate for Hispanic Americans rose 4.4 percentage points, from 5.9% to 

10.3%.100 

Experts predict long-term economic damage 

 Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell and the nation’s leading economists repeatedly 

have said that a full economic recovery will occur only after Americans have confidence 

the coronavirus has been contained.101 However, the virus is raging out of control as the 

United States surpassed the previous high for daily cases during the summer with over 

85,000 new cases on October 23 and then surpassed that record a week later with nearly 

91,000 cases on October 29.102  

 The Federal Reserve has indicated that it believes the economy will be exceptionally 

weak for at least several years, taking the extraordinary step of signaling that it likely will 

keep interest rates near zero through 2023.103 
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